So Big
My columns are usually addressed to parents of school-aged children since. However, two colleagues asked me recently if I had any plans to write something about parenting toddlers! Even though they were kidding, what follows was inspired by their request.

Some of you know that my daughters are 15 (high school sophomore) and 19 (college freshman). Therefore, it’s been a few years since my wife and I played “So Big” and “Peek-A-Boo” with our children. A few years since we would come home from work (or they would come home from school) and they would either run into our arms or run and hide until we found them, giggling in the back of a closet, waiting for hugs and kisses. I’m sure that you have the same kind of vivid memories of those light hearted moments where everything you did as a parent was perfect and everything they did as children was perfect as well. They would laugh in delight at exactly the right time when we would say “Peek-A-Boo and feel intimately connected to us (safe, cherished) during “So Big”. We knew exactly what we were supposed to do as parents and they loved everything we did. And they could do no wrong in our eyes.
And it will be like that forever, right? Unfortunately, the answer to that question is probably no.  Ask any parent of an older child (especially as they approach adolescence) and you will hear about feelings of being ignored, frustrated and unappreciated. The children (the same children with whom we played Peek-A-Boo) might distance themselves from us in public, give us one word answers when we ask about their day (their lives!), retreat to their rooms and rarely view our actions as perfect in any way, let alone every way.
Even though I understand that part of this is unavoidable (developmentally appropriate, inevitable), I do see variation in families. Some parents seem more successful at maneuvering through the adolescent “minefield” better than others. When psychologists talk to each other about this variation, we sometimes summarize it this way: Some teenagers sit next to their parents (on the same couch) during the first counseling session, others sit across the room. 
If the interpersonal distance was only due to unavoidable parts of the adolescent journey there wouldn’t be such huge variations. Here are a few ideas about what might happen between “So Big” and high school:
1. We stop seeing them as perfect. Where we could find no fault with them as toddlers, it becomes easy to find fault with them as 10, 12 and 14 year olds.

2. Instead of seeing unconditional positive regard in our eyes and hearing love and acceptance in our voice they hear our criticisms and judgments. “Is this the best you can do?” “How many times do I have to remind you to practice piano?” “Don’t you talk to me in that tone of voice!”
3. They begin to have ideas and opinions that we find unacceptable. In attempts to teach and guide them we lead them to tire of conversations with us. Teenagers frequently tell me that they avoid discussing certain topics with their parents because of recollections similar conversations in the past. Often, those are the topics I wish they were talking to their parents about!
To me this is “so big”. Our children need to stay intimately connected to us throughout their high school years in spite of their behavioral challenges along the way. In fact, there are emotional problems that teenagers can develop that seem to originate in their belief that they are disappointments to their parents. Think about the A-B student who believes her parents need her to be an A student. Or the athlete who senses a parent’s wish that they were more talented. Or the high energy child with ten years of memories of getting yelled at and scolded. 
It’s up to us to present ourselves to them throughout childhood and adolescence the way we did when they were toddlers: The look on our face that says they are perfect and the tone of voice that says we love them exactly the way they are. 
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